











break	 out	 every	 day:	 massacres,	 unspeakable	 carnage,	 a	 doomsday	
















Judith	Butler	 (2015),	 Jodi	Dean	 (2016)	 and	 Joshua	Clover	 (2016),	 to	 name	only	 a	 few	
recent	contributions,	set	out	to	re-evaluate	the	progressive	and	transformative	political	
potentials	 of	 public	 assemblies	 and	mass	 action.	 They	 do	 so	 by	 clearly	 distinguishing	
themselves	from	older	social	and	cultural	theories	about	crowds	and	mass	protest.	Dean	






the	 French	 Revolution	 or,	 in	 later	 post-1945	 theories	 of	 crowd	 psychology,	 in	 the	
spectacle	of	the	fascist	crowd.	Butler,	Dean	and	Clover	(and,	to	a	certain	extent,	Barbara	









emerged	 during	 the	 cultural	 developments	 of	 late	 19th-century	 bourgeois-capitalist	
societies	 described	 by	 Raymond	Williams	 in	Culture	 and	 Society	 (2017:	 413).1	 On	 the	




representative	 of	 a	 collective	 body	 becoming	 a	 political	 force	 of	 change;	 likewise,	 the	
crowds	during	the	Occupy	movement	2011-2012	can	be	seen	as	individuals	assembling	
as	 a	 crowd	 demanding	 social	 change.	 The	 so-called	 refugee	 crisis	 since	 2015,	 which	
culminated	 in	 unprecedented	 numbers	 of	 people	 migrating	 to	 Europe,	 however,	 has	
caused	 ambiguous	 interpretations.	 Though	 interpreted	 as	 a	 collective	 body	 across	 the	
political	 spectrum,	 the	 conclusions	 drawn	 from	 this	 interpretation	 are	 highly	
contradictory.	 For	 the	 right,	 the	 dehumanizing	 image	 of	 a	 mass	 flow	 of	 people	 was	
interpreted	as	a	threat	to	“their”	Western	way	of	life	and	political	and	economic	stability.	
Ironically,	 this	 fear	 mobilized	 another	 crowd	 phenomenon:	 the	 PEGIDA2	 mass	






“we	are	 the	people”	 –	 “a	 self-naming	practice	 that	 sought	precisely	 to	 exclude	Muslim	
immigrants	from	the	operative	idea	of	the	nation”	(Butler	2015:	3).		
	 Butler	 and	 Dean	 in	 particular	 address	 the	 interpretative	 ambivalences	 of	 recent	




(political)	 temporality	 and	 the	 future.	Here,	 Badiou	 and	 Clover’s	writings	 on	 riots	 are	
significant	 since	 both	 focus	 on	 the	 temporality	 and	 historicity	 of	 recent	 riots.	 Badiou	




2	 PEGIDA	 was	 founded	 in	 2014	 in	 Dresden;	 the	 acronym	 stands	 for	 “Patriotische	 Europäer	 gegen	 die	
Islamisierung	 des	 Abendlandes”	 (“Patriotic	 Europeans	 Against	 the	 Islamisation	 of	 the	 Occident”).	 The	









English	 Riots	 (2012:	 5).	 As	 the	 subtitle	 of	 the	 English	 translation	 of	 Badiou’s	 book	











of	 the	 fact	 of	 urban	 cohabitation	 forms	 the	 opening	of	 his	 essay	on	 the	mechanism	of	
utopian	writing.	 There	 is,	 of	 course,	 a	 profound	 irony	 resulting	 from	 engaging	with	 a	
literary	genre	whose	aim	it	is	to	prefigure	a	better	future	for	humanity,	an	improvement	
on	 the	 troubles	 and	 suffering	 of	 the	 present,	 and	 “marvelling”	 at	 the	 perceived	 sheer	
impossibility	 of	 human	 togetherness.	 For	 the	 pessimist	 Cioran,	 the	 riot,	 spontaneous	
eruption	of	collective	violence,	is	the	expected	outcome	of	human	collectivity	and	society.	
In	this	thinking,	human	togetherness,	human	collectivity,	can	never	have	a	progressive	
outcome.	 The	 best	 thing	 that	 the	 author	 of	A	Brief	 History	 of	 Decay	 expects	 from	 this	
situation	is	a	compromise	between	human	beings	which	will	always	be	at	the	expense	of	
the	individual	and	their	desires.	The	essential	human	fear	of	being	touched	with	which	
Elias	Canetti	begins	his	book	Crowds	and	Power	 (1984:	15)	 seems	 to	be	at	 the	core	of	
Cioran’s	surprise	about	human	community.	For	Butler,	however,	togetherness	is	integral	
to	 individual	 flourishing.	 While	 for	 Cioran,	 “dependency	 on	 another”	 would	 be	 a	
compromise,	maybe	even	a	weakness,	for	Butler,	it	is	the	precondition	for	an	individual’s	
life	lived	well	in	the	ethical	sense.	While	the	juxtaposition	of	these	two	thinkers	might	not	















i.e.	 the	 18th	 to	 mid-19th	 centuries	 (2016:	 49).	 It	 was	 a	 matter	 of	 state	 authorities	 to	
determine,	 as	 it	were,	 the	 ‘identity’	 of	 a	 protesting	 or	 riotous	 crowd	 both	 in	 terms	 of	
personhood	 and	 in	 terms	 of	 time.	 The	Riot	Act	 1714,	 for	 instance,	 passed	 under	King	
George	by	the	Parliament	of	Great	Britain,	was	used	to	declare	any	group	of	more	than	







aimed	at	 stabilizing	market	prizes	 (cf.	 Thompson	1971),	 and	 the	public	was	 therefore	
mostly	sympathetic	to	the	“respectable	grievances”	of	the	crowd	(Ellis	1980:	332).	The	
execution	of	rioters	could	therefore	demonstrate	the	power	of	crown	and	parliament:	“the	































(Martin	 Luther	 King,	 qtd.	 in	 Clover	 2016:	 184).	 One	 can	 find	 these	 ambiguities	 in	 the	
reaction	to	the	London	Riots	2011	which	began	as	a	protest	against	racist	police	violence	
and	turned	into	something	more	complex,	involving	copycat	riots	in	other	cities	across	






(Tyler	2013:	24;	170)	which	made	 them	“revolting	subjects”	 in	 the	double	sense:	 they	
were	engaging	in	a	revolt,	but	they	were	also	revolting	(i.e.	disgusting)5	to	the	‘decent’	and	
ordinary	 citizenry	 which	 constituted	 itself	 as	 a	 self	 precisely	 in	 this	 doubly	 revolting	
moment	(cf.	Tyler	2013:	1-19,	179-206).6		
	 So,	when	we	ask	whose	body	is	the	body	in	and	of	the	crowd,	we	ask	questions	about	







This	 can	 be	 seen	 in	 the	 repeated	 pattern	 of	 reactions	 towards	 contemporary	 rioters.	
Media	and	political	commentators	usually	will	go	out	of	their	way	to	distinguish	between	
rightful	 and	 peaceful	 protest7,	 which	 is	 sometimes	 lauded,	 and	 those	 sections	 of	 the	
protest	which	do	not	remain	peaceful	but	violently	target	property	or	people,	which	is	
almost	always	reflexively	condemned.		
	 This	pattern	 could	be	witnessed	after	 the	2011	English	Riots,	 and	 it	 could	also	be	
witnessed	throughout	the	spring	of	2020	during	the	Black	Lives	Matter	protests	in	the	US.	
As	 writer	 and	 activist	 Kimberly	 Jones	 has	 emphasized	 in	 an	 impassioned	 impromptu	
speech,	the	recording	of	which	went	viral	after	it	was	featured	on	the	Tonight	Show	with	
John	Oliver	on	June	7	2020,	three	groups	of	people	could	be	identified	during	the	protests:	






















	 Jones’	 argument	 resonates	 with	 the	 idea	 of	 the	 moral	 economy	 of	 the	 crowd	




94).8	 The	 agent	 of	 this	moral	 economy	was	 the	 crowd:	 “It	was	 the	 crowd	which	most	
actively	resisted	changes	in	marketing	practice	and	the	crowd	which	ensured	that	those	
who	 sought	 to	 break	 old	 market	 customs	 and	 culture	 encountered	 real	 and	 effective	
intimidation	or	retribution”	(Randall	and	Charlesworth	2000:	4).	What	was	unique	and	
innovative	 for	Thompson’s	historical	re-evaluation	of	public	protest	was	his	 insistence	
that	 the	 protesting	 and	 rioting	 crowd	was	 usually	 not	 a	 violent,	 deviant	minority,	 but	
represented	“the	value	system	of	an	entire	plebeian	society”	(Randall	and	Charlesworth	
2000:	4)	–	the	crowd	thus	embodied	the	will	of	the	community.	Consequently,	the	group	
dynamics	 of	 public	 protest	 generally	 tended	 to	 sweep	 up	 other	 members	 of	 the	
community	which	 initially	might	have	 resisted	 taking	part	 in	 the	protest:	 “The	 rioting	





































the	words	of	 Judith	Butler,	were	 among	 the	most	precarious	 and	vulnerable.	 It	 is	 this	
“embodied	 character	 of	 plural	 human	 action”	 (Butler	 205:	 48)	 which	 makes	 this	
precariousness	evident.	
	 The	 precarious	 and	 vulnerable	 body	 which	 merges	 with	 others	 like	 it	 needs	 to	




bodies	by	 the	 fear	of	being	 touched:	 “The	 individual	 form	 is	not	under	 threat.	 It	 is	 the	
threat”	 (Dean	 2016:	 57).	 The	 individual	 alone	 is	 virtually	 impotent	when	 it	 comes	 to	




and	 argue	 that,	 ultimately,	 the	 individual	 as	 the	 primary	 category	 of	 agency	 and	
subjectivity	is	the	effect	of	disciplinary	efforts	to	limit	the	political	power	of	collectivities	
















outside,	 and	 merging	 with	 crowds	 of	 strangers.	 People	 must	 self-consciously	
assemble	themselves	in	settings	not	determined	by	capital	and	the	state.	It	doesn’t	








of	 Handsworth	 Songs	 shortly	 after	 the	 2011	 English	 Riots,	 the	 film	 “seems	 eerily	
(un)timely.	 The	 continuities	 between	 the	 80s	 and	 now	 impose	 themselves	 on	 the	
contemporary	viewer	with	a	breathtaking	force”	(2014:	221).	Fisher’s	observations	about	
the	eerie	(un)timeliness	of	these	images	of	past	riots	and	the	eyewitness’	statement	about	
the	 riots	 containing	 the	 ghosts	 of	 stories	 point	 to	 the	 hauntological	 character	 of	 riots	
which	links	the	aspect	of	crowd	embodiment	to	the	unique	relationship	that	riots	have	
with	temporality.		










window	 onto	 the	 future.	 Armin	 Nassehi	 and	 Jodi	 Dean	 have	 both	 commented	 on	 the	

























violent,	 thus	 generate	 their	 own	 temporality.	 They	 do	 this,	 among	 others,	 by	 forcing	
society	to	react	to	the	riotous	event.	Here,	Nassehi’s	observations	can	again	be	linked	to	
Dean	who	describes	the	“presence	of	a	crowd”	as	“a	positive	expression	of	negation”:	“the	
crowd	prefigures	a	 collective,	 egalitarian	possibility	–	but	 “prefigures”	 in	a	 completely	
literal	 way:	 ‘prior	 to	 figuration.’	 The	 crowd	 by	 itself,	 unnamed,	 doesn’t	 represent	 an	





























experience”	 (cf.	Koselleck	2005:	262).	The	 riot,	 then,	 is	not	based	or	derived	 from	 the	
space	of	experience,	but,	because	of	its	often	sudden	and	fleeting	nature,	challenges	the	
space	 of	 experience	 because	 it	 is	 unprecedented.	 Thus,	 when	 I	 claim	 that	 riots	 are	





be	 the	 result	of	 the	space	of	experience,	 and	 it	 is	 this	 future	 to	which	 the	 riot	offers	a	
disruptive	 alternative.	 Riots	 are	 therefore	 “untimely”	 events	 in	 that	 they	 trouble	 our	
conceptions	of	temporality	and	teleological	progress.	They	also	disrupt	notions	of	time	
and	space.	Protests	create	a	spatio-temporal	hybrid,	a	utopian	moment	that	is	(and	at	the	
same	 time	 is	not)	 part	 of	 the	 present	 and	 the	world	 but	 puts	 time	 on	 hold.	 Here,	 the	
utopian	moment	unfolds	 in	 the	 true	 sense	of	 the	word,	 namely	 as	 an	ou-topos,	 a	 non-
place.15	The	protesting	and	rioting	crowd	embodies	an	alternative	and	thus	opens	a	space	
of	possibility.	 In	 that	way,	 such	crowd	events	make	visible	 the	 fact	 that	 future	 itself	 is	
untimely	in	that	it	is	always	a	potentiality	that	is	not	to	be	found	as	a	definitive	point	in	
time,	 but	 something	 that	 is	 always	 already	with	 us.	 Through	 the	 disruption	 of	 spatio-










critique	 voiced	 at	 the	 wrong	 occasion	 –	 and	 yet,	 it	 is	 particularly	 this	 critique	 which	
generates	new	and	important	meanings:	“Critique’s	relation	to	crisis	thus	turns	us	toward	
the	problem	of	political	time,	a	time	that	is	like	no	other	time	and	incessantly	morphs	in	






















which	 “betokens	 the	 loss	 of	 future	 possibility.”	 (Brown	 2009:	 11)	 However,	 this	
disruption	of	time	does	not	necessarily	need	to	imply	pure	destructivity.	In	the	context	of	
riots,	 if	 they	 are	 understood	 as	 the	 expression	 or	 culmination	 of	 a	 period	 of	 crisis,	
disruptive	 negation	 can	 also	 produce	 potential	 for	 the	 future.	 As	 Uri	 Gordon	 has	
suggested,	 riots	 constitute	 “prefigurative”	 events	 (2018).	 Gordon	 draws	 on	 Gerrard	
Winstanley	 and	 the	Diggers	 as	well	 as	Reinhart	Koselleck’s	 theories,	 among	others,	 to	
come	 to	 terms	 with	 the	 ubiquitous	 notion	 of	 prefigurative	 politics	 in	 political	 and	
especially	 activist	 discourses.	 Prefiguration,	 Gordon	 argues,	 “is	 a	 recursive	 temporal	
framing	in	which	events	at	one	time	are	interpreted	as	a	figure	pointing	to	its	fulfilment	in	
later	events,	with	the	figure	cast	in	the	model	of	the	fulfilment”	(Gordon	2018:	525;	italics	
in	 orig.).	 This	 sense	 of	 prefiguration,	 not	 surprisingly,	 in	 many	 ways	 adheres	 to	 the	
teleological	ideas	of	a	Christian	worldview.	Such	appropriations	of	Christian	teleology	can	




interpretation,	Winstanley’s	 thinking	 is	 linked	 to	 Koselleck’s	 “process	 of	 reassurance”	
(Gordon	2018:	526).	However,	for	our	political	present,	and	Gordon	primarily	has	radical	
left-wing	 activism	 in	mind	 here,	 he	 detects	 a	withdrawal	 from	 the	 idea	 of	 the	 future:	
“expectations	 of	 transformation	 must	 be	 projected	 into	 a	 future	 shaped	 by	 runaway	
































shift”	 that	 manifests	 in	 “a	 crisis	 of	 exposure	 which	 produces	 a	 crisis	 of	 possibility;	 a	
reworking,	in	imagination,	of	all	forms	and	conditions”	(2005:	209).		
	 What	 this	 could	 mean	 for	 a	 theorization	 of	 riots	 and	 crowds	 is	 demonstrated	 in	
Williams’	own	science	fiction/crime	novel	The	Volunteers.	The	novel	condenses	many	of	




Inspecting	 the	 site	 of	 the	 riot,	 the	 Welsh	 Folk	 Museum,	 Redfern	 muses	 about	 the	
convergence	 of	 past,	 present	 and	 future	 in	 this	 place.	 He	 contemplates	 the	 selective,	
ordered	version	of	history	that	the	museum	offers:	“The	people	are	implied,	by	the	shapes	
of	their	tools	and	their	furniture,	but	are	essentially	absent,	not	only	physically	but	in	the	
version	 that	 is	 given	 of	 them:	 polished	 shells	 of	 their	 lives”	 (Williams	 2011:	 31).	
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